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Summary: 


A series of vignettes set in the aftermath of Stranger Things’ first 
season focusing on the relationship between Jim Hopper and Joyce 
Byers — their past, their present, and their uncertain future together. 
These will continue through events of the second season and fill in 
the gaps between the first and second seasons. Spoilers through the 
second season. 


This will be a very slow burn, and also canon compliant. Jopper. 


1. The Hospital 


The puddle of brackish water could have been avoided. Had Jim 
Hopper been at all focused on where he was in the moment, he 
would have looked down as he stepped out from the sleek black car. 


Instead the water soaked into his socks, coloring them a muddy 
brown. Reflexively he shuddered, fumbling for the pack of cigarettes 
in his coat pocket as his handlers smirked from behind tinted glass in 
the front seat. 


"Yeah, yeah, what're you looking at?" 


His words held no bite, just exhaustion and weary acceptance. The 
passenger-side window slowly rolled down with a mechanical drone. 


"You don't have to do this." The man's voice was smooth and calm, 
with a touch of mirth. 


Hopper set his teeth, ignoring his instinct to grind as he accidentally 
bit down on the cigarette that had already made its way to his lips. 
He wasn't certain as to how. 


"Yeah well," Hopper said while flicking his lighter. Sparks flew but 
the flame refused to stay lit. 


"Goddamn it." 
"Allow me," the man said. 


A gloved hand reached out of the open window offering the 
bedraggled officer a light. Hopper begrudgingly leaned over the 
window in the same awkward fashion that he had been stooping 
down to fit since an eighth-grade growth spurt — doorways, cars, 
petite girls at high school dances, he was always a bit too large for 
wherever he was. 


"Thanks," he muttered before taking a long drag and continuing. 
"Yeah well, you see. I kind of do, have to do this." 


"Suit yourself," the man chuckled. "Keep an eye on her for us, will 


you?" The window whirred shut before the car drove away, leaving 
Hopper still standing in a puddle in the light of the hospital's brightly 
lit sign. 


"Go to hell," Hopper muttered under his breath as the car pulled away 
from the curb. Chucking the half-smoked cigarette into the puddle, 
he ground it into mush with his wet shoe. He wasn't certain what 
"hell" even meant anymore, having lived through the closest things to 
it that he could imagine. 


The mats at the hospital entrance were rubber, the kind that hardly 
dried any sort of moisture and instead let out a horrific squeaking 
noise should anyone attempt to wipe their feet. Hopper smiled 
nervously at the receptionist, a striking redhead with a body that 
stretched her uniform tightly in all the right places. 


"Sorry." 


She waved him off, unconcerned, as if hulking men stood in the 
doorway sheepishly wiping their feet at four in the morning every 
day. When he drew closer to the desk, she let out an audible sigh and 
looked up at him with a bored expression. 


"Which patient?" she asked. 
"Uh, how did you know?" 


Hopper's response was weary and hesitant, the boundaries of his trust 
in others had been completely shattered, and he now eyed the 
receptionist — her name tag read "Christina" — with a mixture of 
caution and suspicion. She sighed again. 


"You're here at four in the morning with no injury yourself as far as I 
can see, and you would have gone straight to the E.R. if you were." 


"I'm here to see Joy— I mean, Will Byers. William. Byers," he 
stuttered. 


"Everyone has been in to see him tonight." She then quirked her head 
and looked at Hopper quizzically. "Is he famous or something? I saw 
a lot of people in fancy suits in and out of here to see him." 


"Something like that, I guess." Hopper said. He refused to let his 
guard down for even a second with the chance that she too was 
another trap waiting for him. Christina sighed again and shoved a 
clipboard at him. 


"Write your name, patient, time, and approximate time of stay." 


For a moment, Hopper contemplated visiting under a pseudonym. 
Given how well he was likely to be watched from this point on he 
quickly realized it was pointless, and quickly scribbled his name 
down before tossing the clipboard back at her. 


"He's on the twelfth floor but the elevator is broken. Sorry about that 
Mister . . . Hopper." She paused to check his name before finishing 
her sentence. 


"T'll take the stairs then." 


Hopper tried to smile nicely at her before leaving. Based on her 
slightly terrified reaction, it had come out more as a grimace or 
wince of pain. 


He wasn't particularly in the mood for elevators, but taking the stairs 
required steeling himself in a way that had nothing to do with his 
lack of physical activity, love handles, or chain smoking habits. The 
resuscitation of Will Byers had allowed all manner of memories to 
bubble to the surface of his mind, thoughts of Sarah and other flashes 
of emotions that he'd prefer to keep buried. 


"Plus, they're a goddamn chore," he said aloud to no one, his voice 
echoing in the stairwell. 


He had to duck slightly again through the doorway before making his 
way down a brightly-lit hallway that was eerily similar to the maze of 
Hawkins National Laboratory — buzzing fluorescents and a sterile, 
soapy smell that reminded him of elementary school, or his many 
trips to hospitals as an adult. 


There was no name tag outside of Will Byers room — something that 
Hopper noted immediately, filing it away in his mind for future 
reference. Instead, he found the room by noticing the petite woman 


soundly asleep in the waiting room outside of it. Hopper looked 
around for any sign of a guard, Hawkins representative, or anything 
amiss, but there was only Joyce. Drawing closer, he took a moment 
to take in Joyce Byers face, her entire presence. 


Joyce was always nervous, always moving. Throughout the entire 
experience, Hopper doubted that she had slept, eaten, or done 
anything other than smoke cigarettes and possibly hit the bottle a few 
times, although the latter wasn't really a characteristic of Joyce as 
much as it was of Lonnie Byers, or himself. Now, Joyce slept 
peacefully, despite her seated position in a hardback chair, and had a 
slight smile on her face. 


Hopper reached over and ran a finger down the side of her cheek 
before brushing her hair from her forehead. Even his hand made her 
look tiny in comparison. He smiled. For the first time that day, he 
allowed himself to relax. 


"She's asleep. Finally." 


Hopper jumped at the sound of Jonathan Byers' voice. The teen 
leaned on the waiting room doorway, slouching as he stood with two 
dripping cups of coffee. Blinking, Hopper quickly withdrew his hand 
and made an effort to sit up straight in his chair. 


"Well, that's good." He shuffled his feet. Still wet from the puddle, 
they made a squelching sound against the tiled floor. 


Jonathan nodded. 
"I came to check on your brother," Hopper said slowly. 


Without moving his head, Jonathan flicked his eyes towards his 
mother, and then back at Chief Hopper. He slowly nodded. 


"Do you want one? I figured I'd get one for her but . . . " Jonathan's 
voice trailed off and he finished his sentence with a shrug. 


"Sure, kid." Hopper reached out his hand. 


2. Castle Byers 


The door was unlocked. 


It wasn't the Christmas lights, left on for the duration of her time at 
Will's bedside, or the hastily-nailed boards across the hole in the side 
of her house that caught Joyce Byers' attention. 


It was that the door was unlocked. 


She took in the scene with an odd sense of pride. The Byers house 
was a museum to her cause, exemplifying that Joyce Byers refused to 
give up on her son. 


It had been three days since she had left the hospital waiting room, 
and Hop had not-so-subtly implied that she hardly smelled like roses, 
nearly pushing her out the door with a promise that he'd watch over 
Will. 


For the first time she allowed to see it as Lonnie had, as Jonathan and 
Hop had before they believed her — black paint smeared on the 
walls, an awful stench of something burning, light filtering in 
between the boards from Lonnie's slapdash handiwork, couch 
cushions thrown to the side, strands of Christmas lights everywhere. 


In awe, Joyce Byers slowly walked to the center of her living room 
and turned around, taking it all in. Sunlit dust drifted in the air, 
reminiscent of what Will's friends had called "The Upside Down." 
Coaxed by memory, Joyce coughed softly. 


Well of course the door was unlocked. 


From what Jonathan had told her, which was admittedly very little, 
they hadn't exactly had time to worry about things like locking the 
door, cleaning up the bloodstains, visible on the couch cushions, the 
rug, and somehow on the flowered wallpaper of her living room 
walls. She shuddered to think of how it had ended up spattered there. 


Joyce hadn't had the time to press Jonathan much, although her stare 
had been an unspoken pledge that she would return to the subject as 


soon as Will woke up and things returned to normal. 
"Normal." 
She spoke aloud to herself. Her voice cracked. 


With slow steps she continued to drink in the state of her home. 
Jonathan's home. Her home. Will's home. 


She wouldn't let Will see what had become of their home. 


Turning down the hallway to their bedrooms, Joyce bent down and 
ran her finger along the cool, metal edge of a bear trap. It was exactly 
where Jonathan had warned her it would be, and somehow still tacky 
with the blood of the monster that had kidnapped her son. Joyce 
Byers clenched her fists tightly at her sides and grit her teeth. 


No. Will could not see their house like this — a reminder of what 
they had gone through in his absence, and what he had gone through 
on the other side. 


When Joyce had gotten pregnant, she'd married Lonnie because she 
had to. When Lonnie had thrown his first punch, after she had looked 
sideways at his infidelity for so long, she'd taken her boys and left. 
She'd worked hours upon hours of overtime because she had to. She'd 
made sure that food was on the table, that the boys were always 
taken care of because she had to. She'd journeyed to hell and back 
without losing hope because she had to. 


For her, it wasn't a choice. It was her life, their life. 


Her eyes finally welled up with tears, not out of sadness or anger but 
out of exhaustion, relief, and love. They fell on the carpet, mingling 
with the dark bloodstains. 


Rising to her feet, Joyce swiftly walked to cupboard and pulled out a 
plastic bucket — the blue one that she'd put by Jonathan and Will's 
bedsides when they were younger and ill with the stomach flu to 
catch their vomit, the one that Jonathan had most recently filled up 
with warm water and soap to painstakingly scrub their beat-up car. 


She filled it with warm water and soap and went to work. 


3. Porch Light 
A loud noise echoed through the forest. 


Jim Hopper's body jumped before his sleep-addled mind and his head 
immediately collided with the interior roof of his truck. His fumbling 
knees accidentally pressed down on the horn, and his right hand 
planted onto a hard, cold, and textured surface: an Eggo waffle 
wrapped in plastic film. 


That startled him enough to look around, instinctively rubbing the 
sore spot on his forehead while gripping the steering wheel with his 
free hand. Righting himself, he sat up and looked around wildly for 
the source of the sound. What had initially resembled a gunshot in 
his mind warped into something far worse. 


He reached down to turn the key in the ignition when the sound 
echoed again, coming from a steady, unblinking light in the distance 
— the Byers' home. Headlights shone in his direction and he put his 
hands up without thinking, closing his eyes. When he opening them 
again, green and white spots dazzled his periphery while the whine 
of an older car and tires grinding against snow and gravel filled his 
ears. 


A car door. 
Jonathan Byers' car door to be precise. 


Hopper grabbed a fistful of his own hair, shaking his head in disgust. 
A small laugh bubbled up from his throat. When it managed to 
escape his lips moments later, it was dry and mirthless. 


This wasn't the first time this had happened. It wasn't even the third 
or the fourth time. 


The ceaseless chirping of Will Byers' voice reached his ears as the 
young boy accosted his older brother with what Hopper could only 
imagine was something to do with space wizards or fantasy monsters 
that the boy somehow hadn't tired of despite his ordeal. Jonathan's 
low, short responses didn't do the older boy's caring demeanor 


justice. The picture Hopper painted of them in his mind was one of 
Jonathan slinging his arm around his younger brother, showing his 
affection while instinctively shielding him from harm as the two 
meandered up their steps. 


He hadn't met up with Joyce since he had forced her to go home and 
change although, from that moment onward, he had seen her every 
day. Hopper had assumed that freshening up would do her a bit of 
good. Desperately, a part of him had hoped that she would be able to 
relax for a few precious seconds before returning to haunt her son's 
bedside. 


When she didn't returned to the hospital within a few hours of 
leaving, he rushed to her house, leaving Jonathan to watch over the 
sleeping Will while mumbling something about an emergency call as 
he jammed his hat on his head and stalked out of the waiting room. 
There was a light on outside as he pulled up her driveway. Ever 
cautious, he slunk out of his truck and slowly crept up onto her 
porch, hand twitching at the prospect of having to quickly draw his 
gun from his holster. The door was open. 

Illuminated by sunlight was Joyce Byers. Hopper's breath hitched in 
his throat with a soft gasp. Based on her attire, she had yet to change 
but remained gorgeous, tiny, and somehow furious as she scrubbed 
the carpet violently, unaware of Hopper's presence. 


Upon seeing her, Hopper slowly backed out of her home. He didn't 
belong there, he realized. Whatever tenuous connection they had 
created throughout Will's disappearance — Hopper's admission of her 
honesty, their trip to visit Terry Ives, and his large hands, framing her 
face as gently as they could with the cool plastic of a hazmat suit in 
between them — had snapped. 


From that day onward, he had only slept a day in his own house. 
Unlike Joyce, whose tireless effort had transformed her home from a 
museum to Will's disappearance and the nebulous Upside Down, 
Hopper had yet to address the debris strewn about — crushed 
lightbulbs, stuffing from couch cushions, everything he had ripped 
apart himself to find their hidden microphone. 


Hopper's days began as they had before the incident. He and Flo had 
picked up their morning banter. Hawkins had remained blissfully 


quiet, forcibly so as the powers that be had publicly removed 
themselves from the spotlight, even if very little had actually been 
resolved. 


Then came a report. Gary Taylor had been attacked by a kid camping 
in the woods, Flo said with an overly-dramatic eye-roll. She didn't 
bother to even cover the phone receiver as she tutted disapprovingly, 
pantomiming the act of drinking while staggering around intoxicated. 
It was trivial, almost ordinary. 


He turned his head away from the porch light and to his passenger's 
seat. The Eggo waffles were still frozen, but if he knew Eleven — he 
shook his head, no, Jane, he shook his head again, neither sounded 
right — she would hungrily go for them anyway. 


For all the town of Hawkins knew, Hopper had happily settled back 
into his role as the lazy, small-town cop — the ex-football prospect 
gone to seed, now chained to the community of his childhood by 
circumstance. Yet, at the end of every day, Hopper drove to the 
Byers' home, the cabin of his truck more of a home to him than his 
house as he looked at the steady porch light in the distance. 


4. Protocol 


Joyce has a tattoo from years ago — another point in time in her life 
that now seemed like another life entirely. 


It hadn't hurt at first. Instead it felt like the scrape of a thumbtack 
against her skin. Yet, as that tack retread the same spot over and over 
again, it became unbearably obnoxious. She settled for rubbing her 
index finger and thumb together, digging her fingernail into the 
softer part where her thumb met her palm. When that stopped 
working, she pinched the underside of her wrist until it left a mark. 
Her father had taught her this trick to momentarily distract from a 
bad headache, fight the pain with pain. 


Now, looking up from the bare table in front of her, she digs the nail 
of her index finger into the same fleshy bridge between thumb and 
palm. Her left hand is clenched into a fist, shaking a bit from the 
force of her anger. 


"You want me to what?" she asks. 


His fingers close around a bright blue rubber ball. Seated across from 
her at his desk, the man's eyes are steadily trained on her. He looks at 
her intently and even in her rage, Joyce can recognize an absence of 
maliciousness. This man lacks the sickeningly sweet manipulative 
tone that had permeated Doctor Martin Brenner's every word. Yet, 
that only meant a different personality, not a different motive. 


"Bring him in," the man, Doctor Sam Owens according to a small 
plaque at the edge of his desk top, repeats. When Joyce doesn't 
respond, affirming the request or refusing it, he sighs and continues 
to squeeze the ball absentmindedly. 


"There really isn't anyone else who understands what he went 
through more than us." 


Joyce digs her fingernail into skin harder. Her hand trembles. A 
droplet of blood slowly oozes from the base of her thumb. 


She nods slowly. 


"Excellent," he says. 


Placing the ball down on a small stand, he turns to a dark-haired 
woman that has stood behind his desk gripping a large file folder 
throughout the exchange. Stoic and stony-faced, she stands with the 
composure and posture of a soldier. It isn't until Joyce is sitting on 
her couch later that night, reliving the entire scene in her mind, that 
she realizes that this woman, like most people in the Hawkins Lab, 
probably is a trained member of the military. 


"Beatrice, please take Mrs. Byers through the standard protocol," Dr. 
Owens continues. The woman, Beatrice, nods curtly and motions with 
a slight head tilt for Joyce to follow her out of the room. Dr. Owens 
gestures towards the door with a smile. His work is done for the day. 


Joyce shoots him what she hopes is a scathing glare before following 
the woman down one of Hawkins Lab's many brightly-lit hallways. 
She has already launched into a long description of access to the lab, 
heels clicking in time with her words. Joyce shuffles behind her in 
scuffed sneakers. 


"—you're a bit of a special case," she says. "Do you own a gun?" 


"Uh, I uh," head swimming, Joyce feels awkwardly behind this 
conversation already. "There's a hunting rifle in my shed? I think? 
Yeah, I think there's one in there." 


Beatrice doesn't acknowledge Joyce's stuttering, nor does her face 
even register that Joyce has spoken at all. 


"Weapons, firearms, large handbags, and excessive military attire will 
not be tolerated. Avoid wearing baggy clothing with a large amount 
of pockets or zippers. You'll be asked to remove your belt and jacket 
while going through the metal detector at the entrance. There will be 
an identification check performed by the guards at the gate outside, 
as well as a safety screening at the front desk." 


She hands Joyce two badges and continues to list various checkpoints 
throughout the lab. One of the badges already has a blurry image of 
Joyce's face. Joyce looks up at Beatrice, wondering when exactly they 
managed to take the photograph. Both have her full name on them. 


The larger badge with a green lanyard also reads "William Byers." 


"—whenever you deem it absolutely necessary. Any questions?" 
Finished with her speech, Beatrice finally looks Joyce directly in the 
eye. 


"Wait," Joyce begins, trying to organize her scrambled thoughts. 
"When do I bring him in?" 


"Whenever you deem it absolutely necessary." 


"So, when he has these nightmares? Should I just set up regular 
appointments or—" 


"There's no need for that," Beatrice interrupts. "Bringing him in 
immediately is also unneeded unless it's an emergency. Simply call 
and schedule an appointment after each episode. We have already set 
up monthly checkups that are written in the calendar here." 


She hands Joyce a paper from the folder. Joyce stares at it blankly. 
"If there are no further questions, good day Mrs. Byers." 


Joyce finally registers that their walk has ended at the front desk, one 
of the security checkpoints that Beatrice mentioned in her 
description. The uniformed guard behind the desk nods and opens 
the doors. 


As she walks out into the cold, Joyce's eyes are met with dazzling 
sunlight. It glares off of the piles of snow that are slowly melting in 
the corners of the Hawkins Lab parking lot. She groans, closing her 
eyes immediately, allowing the green spots to dance underneath her 
eyelids. 


"Everything alright?" 


Joyce would know Jim Hopper's voice anywhere. With her eyes 
closed, she focuses on the direction — her left — and the tone. He 
sounds just a bit nervous, his gravely tone punctuated by a slow 
inhale. She breathes, drawing in some of his cigarette smoke. 


"Jesus, Hop, you scared me," she says, even though he did no such 


thing. It's an automatic response now, born of frayed nerves and 
years of childhood teasing. 


"Yeah, well, as long as I didn't scare you as much as those creeps in 
there." 


She opens her eyes slowly, squinting through her eyelashes to see 
him leaning his head in the direction of the lab. 


"What do they want with my boy, Hop?" 

He sighs. 

"Probably just to keep an eye on him." 

"I signed all these forms, and they're going to do a bunch of tests. It's 
just so much. I just want him to lead a normal life. I just want..." her 


voice trails off. 


Hopper sighs again, tossing his cigarette onto the icy pavement 
before crushing it under his boot. Joyce feels his hand on the small of 
her back through her parka. She closes her eyes once more and the 
green spots dissipate. He guides her forward. 


"Let's get you to your car," he says, looking up at the laboratory 
building looming over them. 


"We'll talk in there." 


